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. Early-day comet watchers 

by Brendan Lambert 
Many people heard of Halley's comet, 

and this year many will get to see it. Yet at the 
same time most people know little about it. 

The comet was first studied by an English­
man named Edmund Halley. He had seen the 
comet in 1682 and had studied bright comets 
that had appeared in 1531 and 1607. By stu­
dying charts of their orbits, he discovered that 
the three comets were actually the same one. 

Halley predicted that the comet woulp return 
for viewing in 1758. When he died in 17 42 most 
people had forgotten his predictions. But in the 
winter of I 758 an amateur astronomer sighted 
the comet and it has been known as Halley's 
comet ever since. 

The comet was last seen in 1910, it has an 
orbit time of about 75 years. The comet makes 
an orbit of the sun and then comes back to­
wards earth. 

The head of the comet is made up a bright 
region commonly called the coma. As the comet 
nears the sun it shines brighter and a tail de­
velops. Often a comet will break into two parts. 

The tails of comets may grow to be 1 00 million 
miles long, although not all comets develop 
tails. The record length of a comet was 300 
million miles recorded in 1843. The tail of a 
comet is made up of gases that are formed when 
the ice in the comet melts. The closer to the sun 
the comet is, the longer the tail will be. As the 
comet moves away from the sun the tail wfll 
almost disappear. 

Comets consist of many different consti­
tuents. The elements carbon, hydrogen, oxyg­
en, and nitrogen have been identified. Mole­
cules of cyanogen, methane, carbon monoxide, 
nitrocren (N ), carbon (C ), nitrogenhydride, and 
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hydroxyl have also been identified. 

Comets do not produce their own light. The 
light of a comet is reflected sunlight, and sun­
light that is taken in and then re-released. The 
solid particles of the comet reflect light. The 
gaseous molecules absorb ultra-violet light and 
this causes the molecules to give off various 
colors of visible light. 

Halley's comet only comes once every 75 
years, so get out and see this year as it may be 
your only chance. 

- Last visit to earth was In 191 0 . 
. -Halley's Comet can still be followed with t 

and on to early August. 
-Halley's Comet crossed Jupiter's orbit In J 
-Late April Ha-lley's starts to fade and shrin 
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the evening In the Southwest sky with a tel 
-Halley's goes behind the sun In lot Janu 
to earth on February 9, 1986. 

ED 

Bl'IO"E 'tw' 

- Reappears in March and can be seen In 
morning with a very long tail. 

-In April Halley's Comet should be tIts 
low southern sky. 

The latest Information about the upcoming Halley's Comet. 
• lnternaUonal Halley Watch Program. tn a public lecture tttletl,; 

the Naperville Sheraton Hotel. , 
The event Is sponsored by The Corridor Group as a 

What makes a Comet a comet? 
by Michael Lach 

A great bright ball with a huge sweeping tail is 
the picture commonly drawn of a comet: one of 
the most spectacular and rare phenomenas in 
nature. And this year, the most famous comet is 
returning to the skies of Earth. 

What is a comet? A comet is a chunk of dust 
and ice that orbits the Sun in an ellipitical orbit. 
The solar wind of space blows back some of this 
"cosmic snowball," making the famous tail vis­
ible. Comets move at about 220 miles per hour 
in their orbits, which is very slow to the Earth's 
velocity of about 66,000 m.p.h. 

students. -
Most comets are very small, being about one Dr. Brandt. an astronomer at NASA's Goddard space Flight 

kilometer in diameter, but the tail has been probe whtch dtrected the u.s. space craft through the tail ofthe 
known to stretch as far as 320,000,000 kilo- ofthls encounter. , 
meters (more than the distance from the Sun to <;omet Halley returns to vtstbillty near fbe t:arth only 
Mars). The time between appearances is quite ' 

ri d i f b t 3 t nu f Not only doe& Comet Halley hav.e a popular va e , rang ng rom a ou years om on&Q , WOrldwide collaboration fn the . 

years. untvetse. of the 
The vast majority of comets are impossible to . oomets. _ 

see with the naked eye. They are very small, 
orbiting at distances extremely far away, ,and 
impossible to detect without sophisticated center. 
equipment. But when a truly spectacular cog\et , · 
comes around, it is surely a sight not to be 
missed. ' 
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Comet watching rhade easy 
by Michael Lach 

This winter will mark the thirtieth recorded 
appearance of Halley's Comet. Since it will not 
return until the year 2061, now is the time to 
see it. 

Comet-watching is best accomplished on a 
dark, clear night. Go to a place where there are 
few bright lights and obstructing objects- in a 
field far away from a town. The moon is also 
very bright.-so try to pick a night when there is 
little or no moon visible. 

Halley's comet will be visible by telescope 
only in November and December, early in the 
evening iri the southwest sky. in the constella­
tions of Orion, Taurus, and Aries. In December 
and January, it will be within the constella­
tions of Aries and Pisces, as well as being close 
to the Pleiades star cluster .. The comet will then 
go behind the sun, and will be invisible from 
Earth until March. From the middle of March to 
April the comet will be in the south-southeast 

with telescope or binoculars through May 

e and shrink in size. 

1"\1"\\lt:ll.e. Into the orbit of Mars ana is visible early in 
with a telescope or binoculars. 

lot January and makes its closest approach 

be seen in the southeast sky very early In the 

be t Its viewing peak and can be seen in the 

wtU be explained by Dr. John c. Brandt, U.S. leader o.fthe 
are Coming," at 8:00p.m. on Wednesday, November 13 at 

its INTECH 86; a research competition for area high school 

In Greenbelt, Maryland, Is also the chief scientist for the space . 
Giacobtnt-Zinner ln September. His talk wiD include dtscuBSton 

sky, very early in the morning. This is the best 
time to see the comet. 

Most experts recommend that amateur comet 
watchers use binoculars for viewing. They give 
a wide angle of the sky and let a lot of light in 
(making the image brighter). They are also re­
latively cheap. Magnifications of 7x50 and 
1 Ox50 are best, but a 7x35 pair will do. 

If you are lucky enough to have a friend with a 
telescope, some truly spectacular views can be 
seen. Since a telescope offers a much smaller 
field of vision, much more time must be spent 
positioning the scope to find the comet. Ho­
wever, the picture should be well worth the wait 
and the hassle. When selecting a telescope, get 
one with a low magnification and large aper­
ture, to collect the most amount of light. 

A comet does not come and go in seconds. 
Instead, it remains visible for several months at 
a time. If it is cloudy one night, wait until the 
weather improves for a view of this winter's 
most important astronomical event. 

Star charts like this one of the Northern Hemisphere, can 

be useful in sighting; Halley's comet. (Chart courtesy of 

Houghton Miflin Company and H.A. Rey, Copyright 1976) 
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